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While most nonprofit organizations have to reach out to the general public to find new donors, 
nonprofit medical institutions have a built-in constituency: grateful patients. Some of these individuals 
can be cultivated through special events and face-to-face visits, but many prefer to make decisions 
about charitable giving in private. Direct mail provides that opportunity. It also provides the institution 
with the strongest known channel for new donor retention, which is the first step in building the kind 
of long-term relationships that can lead to bequests and other estate gifts. 
 
Goals
In 2009, a world-renowned, nonprofit academic medical center on the west coast was looking 
for the most effective way to convert grateful patients to donors, maximize donor retention, and 
create a pipeline for future major and planned giving donors. Teaming with C.I. Partners Direct, they 
elected to launch a direct mail annual giving program that could, at a minimum, cover its own costs 
while growing the donor base and building long-term relationships. 

Strategy
This “breakeven or better” strategy aggressively invests in acquisition by recycling net income from 
renewals. An ongoing, high frequency acquisition program compensates for natural attrition and 
grows the pool of renewing donors and candidates for larger gifts. Direct mail fundraising is a 
cumulative process; we projected that the program would not be fully self-sustaining until the fifth 
year, and the client agreed and committed to this long term growth strategy.

Tactics
The acquisition program targets a “Grateful Patient” list, with the first ask arriving 30 days after 
discharge. (Certain patients are suppressed from the prospect list, such as children.) This acquisition 
program is mailed strictly to patients and does not use rented lists. Those who respond go into the 
renewal program. Non-respondents are re-solicited through a quarterly acquisition cycle. To keep 
the program productive, non-respondents are removed from acquisition after ten asks unless they 
become a patient again.

Those who become donors receive ten renewal touches throughout the year—a level of frequency 
that is necessary to achieve strong retention rates. Indeed, while some studies report new donor 
retention at only 27% for nonprofits in general1, and a mere 18% among nonprofit hospitals 
specifically2, this program has produced a new donor retention rate as high as 38%. A robust 
schedule of renewals also helps to keep multi-year donors engaged, with many offering multiple 
gifts throughout a given year—a strong indicator of long-term loyalty.

1 Donor Retention Supplement, 2015 Fundraising Effectiveness Survey Report. Fundraising Effectiveness Project (FEP), January 6, 2016, p.5, 
Figure 6. www.afpnet.org/FEP

2 New Donor Trends, Center of Philanthropy Symposium, November 2012, Blackbaud, p.3. http://www.theagitator.net/wp-content/uploads/2013-
DC-DMA-Seminar-New-Donor-Trends-Stewardship.pdf
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Grateful Patient invitation mails to patients 30 days after discharge.
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1601 Eastman Avenue, Suite 202
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Quotes from grateful patients who joined our Honoring Your 

Caregiver program to support quality care at ABC.

YES! I want to support your mission! 

Make your gift online at supportabcfoundation.org
We were deeply grateful for your support!

John Q. Sample
1601 Eastman Avenue
Suite 202
Ventura, CA 93003-6471

Enclosed is my tax-deductible gift of:    ❑ $XX      ❑ $XX      ❑ $XXX      ❑ $XXX     ❑ Other __________
❑ My check is enclosed, payable to ABC Foundation
❑ Please charge my: ❑ MasterCard  ❑ Visa  ❑ AmEx  ❑ Discover

Acct. Number Exp. Date

Name on Card Signature

E-mail Phone

PLEASE

MARK

ADDRESS

CHANGES

ABC
FOUNDATION

1601 Eastman Avenue, Suite 202
Ventura, CA 93003-6471

Phone (805) 585-5278 
www.abcfoundation.org

ABC Foundation - Udit entem faces dolum eumquam verfercia sinim quis et fuga. Et quis dollorem autaecte et volumqui voluptas sitiatatur autectus aperis quamene lab idessed mo etus quae inis excerae sam res nobitia ipsunto ribus, vere, quam, et est, aut faccum ut laborpos et del mos sunt est ipid que molupta quaerum accuptatem esciament aut per- nate velent quam dolum accusande ratio. 

Cum unt ut fugitatquia non es volorru ptasped estios mod mosseceprem elent hillaut rera eaquia doluptae. Ximagnime porepror asperspellit aut officimil ilit laccatempel iur asin nes non ra quatas vernatium

ABC FOUNDATION

1601 Eastman Avenue, Suite 202
Ventura, CA 93003-6471

Honoring  
Your Caregiver

One of the advantages of direct response marketing is the ability to track and measure successes 
and failures. Extensive testing of the physical mailers over the life of the program has led us to a 
formula that maximizes the number of new donors we acquire while minimizing production costs.

The Grateful Patient mailing that goes out 30 days from discharge is a small card addressed with 
a technology called Gen Pen, a machine that holds an actual pen and “handwrites” messages. We 
also use Gen Pen for the outer envelope, salutation, signature, and postscript.
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After that, the remaining acquisition mailers are very simple, using a double-window outer envelope, 
an 8 ½ X 14 perforated letter/reply device, and reply envelope. No fancy graphics, no photos. On 
the outside, it looks more like business correspondence than a fundraising appeal.

This follow-up mailing deploys for non-respondents of the 
Grateful Patient invitation.

ABC
FOUNDATION

1601 Eastman Avenue, Suite 202
Ventura, CA 93003-6471

John Q. Sample
1601 Eastman Avenue
Suite 202
Ventura, CA 93003-6471

1601 Eastman Avenue, Suite 202
Ventura, CA 93003-6471

ABC
FOUNDATION

Place
Stamp 
Here

A

Please send me information on:

❑  How to include the Foundation in a will or estate plan

❑ How to make a gift and receive lifetime income

❑ How to make a gift through life insurance or a retirement plan

❑ I have not previously informed you, but I have included  

 Foundation in my estate plan.

I would like to make my gift ❑ in honor of  ❑ in memory of 

Name(s)

Please send notice of my gift to:

Name(s)

Street Address

City, State, Zip

ABC Foundation respects your privacy. If you prefer not to receive any further 

communications from us, please send a brief note to ABC Foundation, 1601 

Eastman Avenue, Suite 202, Ventura, CA 93003-6471 and include the reply 

slip from this letter if possible. Please understand it may take up to thirty days 

to process your request. 

Thanks for your support!

❑  My company will match my donation (Form is enclosed)
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es aliquiditat erchilit aut porepedit, aliberia doloriorro velestiorest est, iunti corehen ectecte 

pro ium denemolum late odisqui delent qui comnimus, tem hic tem est, quat.

Icietus. 

Icipsanis exeritaes alitatur rendit la consed explabo. Itat ex et pa dollenda comnis et eatus 

doluptae nonsequi ra vendio illaborum voluptatur, si tem et quaturis de con core ditas 
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Consequam, seque eictur, et mut liquam sant etpedi!

Sincerely,

Director
ABC Foundation

Make your gift online at supportabcfoundation.org

We were deeply grateful for your support!

ABC
FOUNDATION

ABC
FOUNDATION

1601 Eastman Avenue, Suite 202Ventura, CA 93003-6471

1601 Eastman Avenue, Suite 202
Ventura, CA 93003-6471
Phone (805) 585-5278 
www.abcfoundation.org

December, 2015Dear John,
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John Q. Sample
1601 Eastman Avenue
Suite 202
Ventura, CA 93003-6471

YES! I want to support your mission! 

John Q. Sample
1601 Eastman Avenue
Suite 202
Ventura, CA 93003-6471

I wish to honor the following caregiver(s):

Enclosed is my tax-deductible gift of:    ❑ $XX      ❑ $XX      ❑ $XXX      ❑ $XXX     ❑ Other __________❑ My check is enclosed, payable to ABC Foundation❑ Please charge my: ❑ MasterCard  ❑ Visa  ❑ AmEx  ❑ Discover
Acct. Number 

Exp. Date
Name on Card 

Signature
E-mail

Phone

PLEASE
MARK
ADDRESS
CHANGES
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Results
As shown in the table below, the annual mail campaigns became profitable during the fourth year, 
and the cumulative program became net profitable in the fifth year, as we predicted. The client was 
prepared for this program to operate on a breakeven basis, reaping the benefits through future 
major and planned gifts. While that long-term outcome is still the primary goal—even with some 
temporary pauses in the program along the way in FY17 and at the start of the pandemic—we 
continue to see growth in the number of gifts and revenue along with an ever-increasing amount of 
immediate net income from the direct response program alone.

This “breakeven or better” direct response program profited in year 4 and paid back the initial investment 
in year 5. The program continues to grow in gifts and revenue even after a temporary pause of the program 
in FY17 and at the start of the pandemic.

 Gifts Revenue Cost Net $ Cumulative Net $

FY09 857 $66,477 $143,725 ($77,248) ($77,248)

FY10 2,346 $183,912 $274,025 ($90,113) ($167,361)

FY11 3,076 $242,220 $351,403 ($109,183) ($276,544)

FY12 5,877 $530,840 $420,747 $110,093 ($166,451)

FY13 6,394 $658,019 $387,219 $270,800 $104,349 

FY14 6,479 $682,896 $382,560 $300,336 $404,685 

FY15 8,441 $863,253 $523,509 $339,744 $444,093 

FY16 8,909 $959,143 $604,358 $354,785 $759,470 

FY17 7,086 $689,135 $460,029 $409,106 $853,199 

FY18 8,338 $1,090,704 $564,290 $526,414 $1,285,884 

FY19 8,500 $1,238,093 $482,060 $756,033 $1,609,232 

FY20 10,750 $1,968,047 $508,206 $1,459,841 $2,745,725 

FY21 12,185 $1,927,068 $612,752 $1,314,316 $2,923,548 

Total 89,238 $11,033,330 $5,571,158 $5,564,924 
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The initial strategy cast a wide net and produced a steady increase in new donors during 
the first years of the program. We then focused on targeted tests to refine performance 
based on audience, timing, package, and number of touches. The refined strategy 
was implemented in FY15 to dramatic results. The new donor acquisition strategy is 
closely monitored and new tests and strategies are brought in to continuously refine and  
maximize results.

New Donors Acquired

Consistent investment in acquisition has led to continued growth in overall number of gifts 
received each year. A pause in the program in FY17 caused a temporary downturn in gifts 
and subsequent rebuilding of growth.

Trending Gifts

Fiscal Year
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A Pipeline for Major and Planned Gifts
As a direct mail program matures, some donors will give very generously and self-identify as 
candidates for major gift cultivation. In addition, one of the most significant benefits of cultivating 
loyalty through direct response and annual giving is the inclination among the most loyal, long-term 
donors to include their favorite charities in their will or estate plans. 

While it can often take 15 to 20 years for a startup program to arrive at the stage where bequests 
are realized, this organization is already seeing major and planned gift commitments in the millions 
from direct mail-acquired donors. Eventually, these known gifts will be augmented by bequests 
from donors who did not wish to make their intentions known. Bequests from these donors 
seemingly come “out of the blue,” but they usually have one characteristic in common: they are 
typically preceded by many years of modest but steady annual giving. The value of investing in the 
acquisition of new donors is increased exponentially by this major and planned gift activity.

Lessons
It would be unreasonable for a nonprofit to expect long-term commitments from donors without 
the nonprofit itself making an unflinching commitment to the very process that cultivates such 
loyalty—a steady stream of acquisition and renewal mail. 

Imagine, in this case study, if new leadership had arrived on the scene in Year 2 and didn’t have 
the patience to wait for the breakeven point projected for Year 5. Imagine if leadership didn’t 
understand the nature of acquisition as a loss leader, cutting the budget for acquisition when times 
became tight, ensuring a decline in renewals in future years. Imagine if a complaint about “too much 
mail” from one donor reached an executive who determined that all donors felt the same way and 
reduced the number of renewal mailings by half, eviscerating net income. Sadly, we have seen all 
of those scenarios played out at other nonprofits. 

But this organization has been around for a long time and enjoys a perspective forged by experience. 
Their team started this program knowing that it would not be profitable for several years. With 
clear goals, a time-tested strategy, and careful attention to execution of the tactics, they 
were able to look beyond short-term expenses to see the long-term returns in both gifts 
and relationships. They are seeing the benefits of that vision and commitment, with the most 
significant return on investment yet to come—as the lifetime value of each annual cohort of new 
donors increases exponentially through eventual major and planned gifts. 
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805.585.5278        |       consultants@wedevelopdonors.com        |        wedevelopdonors.com

About the Author
Shawnda Lembke represents C.I. Partners Direct with clients requiring high level fundraising strategy. She 
specializes in program planning and results analysis with an emphasis on achieving targeted response 
and ROI goals for donor and membership acquisition and retention programs. Shawnda’s clients include 
University of Southern California, Cedars-Sinai Medical Center, UCSF, UC Berkeley, Children’s Hospital of 
Orange County and Arkansas Children’s Hospital. She is also a requested guest speaker for Association 
of Fundraising Professionals, Annual Giving Professional Network, Council for Advancement and Support 
of Education and Southern California Association for Healthcare Development.

About C.I. Partners Direct
C.I. Partners Direct was formed to provide our clients with exceptional results along with an excellent 
customer service experience. We have a staff that is highly experienced in nonprofit direct response 
fundraising. We focus exclusively on the Healthcare, Children’s Hospitals, Higher Education, Social 
Service and Cultural nonprofit markets. We partner with our clients to provide customized strategy and 
long term planning to achieve your fundraising goals.




